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SUPPORTING ADOLESCENT AND YOUNG ADULT SIBLINGS 
OF CANCER PATIENTS IN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM
•	 A cancer diagnosis of a brother or sister can impact siblings in numerous areas of their 
lives, including their mental health and well-being, family life, behaviour, education 
and peer relationships. 
•	 The education system can play an important role in ensuring the well-being of students and 
has the potential to create a supportive environment for siblings of cancer patients.
•	 Schools can implement supportive strategies such as consulting with the family, 
supporting school personnel, providing information to classmates and providing 
direct support to siblings.
•	 Educators in tertiary education settings have an important role to play in raising 
awareness of the support services available to students and identifying students 
who are not coping.
This Paper highlights key strategies that educators, health professionals, and support organisations can adopt to support siblings. It has been 
prepared by CanTeen Australia in collaboration with the Research to Practice Advisory Group (a list of the members of the Advisory Group is 
available on the CanTeen website).
AYAs refers to adolescents and young adults aged 12-24 years
Sibling/s refers to AYAs who have a brother or sister with cancer
Child refers to the individual with cancer who is part of the family
Family refers to all families including two parent, single parent and blended families
Parent/s refers to the primary caregiver/s of the child with cancer and sibling/s 
CanTeen Australia is the national support organisation for young people (12-24 year olds) living with cancer, 
which includes young people who have been diagnosed with cancer; or who have had an immediate family 
member (brother, sister, parent or primary carer) who has been diagnosed with cancer. Driven by its mission 
to support, develop and empower young people living with cancer, CanTeen has a clear focus on meeting the 
needs of these young people through its programs, services, resources, research and advocacy work.
© Copyright 2012 CanTeen Australia
This work is copyright. While we have tried to ensure the accuracy of the information in this publication, we accept no responsibility or 
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Suggested citation: 
CanTeen Australia. (2012). Supporting Adolescent and Young Adult (AYA) Siblings of Cancer Patients in the Education System. Research to 
Practice Paper. Issue 2, September 2012. Sydney. CanTeen Australia.
2IMPACT ON SIBLINGS
In Australia, around 1000 young people (aged 12-24 
years) are diagnosed with cancer each year1. On 
average each of these patients will have one sibling; 
therefore an equivalent number of young people 
are faced with coping with having a brother or sister 
diagnosed with cancer. 
While many siblings will cope well, siblings have reported 
needs in a number of areas, including:  information, 
practical assistance, ‘time out’ and recreation, support 
from friends and other young people, dealing with their 
feelings, understanding from their family and help with 
their relationship with their brother or sister with cancer 2, 3. 
Addressing the needs of siblings is important, as studies 
have found that siblings who reported feeling ignored 
or misunderstood are more likely to have adjustment 
difficulties4, 5. Siblings with high levels of unmet needs have 
also reported high levels of psychological distress3, 6.
Mental health and well-being
Siblings of cancer patients have reported experiencing 
a range of emotions including: anger, guilt, jealousy, fear, 
stress, sadness, grief, helplessness and a loss of sense of 
self as a result of their cancer experience2, 7-9. Siblings are 
also at risk of heightened psychological distress, depression 
and anxiety6, 10-12 and approximately one-third of siblings 
will experience moderate to severe post-traumatic stress 
symptoms13, 14.
Some siblings have also reported positive aspects of their 
experience, including increased sensitivity, empathy and 
understanding; and increased independence, maturity 
and resilience15-18.
Family life
As a result of their brother or sister’s cancer diagnosis, 
siblings may experience changes in their home life, including 
receiving less time and attention from their parents (as 
they focus on the needs of the ill child), restrictions in family 
communication, and changed roles and responsibilities within 
the family7, 10, 19. Siblings can also experience a decreased 
sense of security, loss of normality and may internalise their 
feelings20. However, some siblings also report increased 
family closeness and cohesion20, 21.
Education
Adolescence and young adulthood is a transition period 
in which young people reach critical milestones relating 
to their education. During this time young people are 
at heightened risk of dropping out of the education 
system. The well-being of young people can impact on 
their educational outcomes and transitions into study and 
employment1. Therefore, it is possible that AYA siblings 
whose level of well-being is impacted as a result of 
having a brother or sister diagnosed with cancer may 
experience an impact on their education. 
Attending school can provide welcome relief for some 
siblings, whilst others may be distracted and worried 
about being away from their brother or sister20. Studies 
report that siblings often spend periods of time away 
from school or tertiary study, take on extra responsibilities 
at home (including taking on caring roles), have limited 
concentration and interest in their study or school work, 
and have less time to spend on study or homework20, 22, 23. 
This can result in siblings falling behind in their school work, 
experiencing a decline in their academic performance and 
it can impact on their ability to interact with others20, 21, 24-28.
In these instances the negative impact on the siblings’ 
education	primarily	occurs	in	the	first	two	years	following	
the diagnosis of their brother or sister’s cancer20, 25. 
“…the one I am thinking of 
especially is a young girl who 
is in a crucial time in her 
education as well, which might 
be sacrificed to a certain 
extent... I see her assuming 
a lot more responsibility for 
younger siblings, getting meals 
prepared and getting to and 
from school on the bus…more 
independently from what she 
was beforehand… sort of 
becoming… an extra parent 
while the other parent’s away”29 
                 (Health Professional)
Further information relating to the impact on 
siblings and the family context can be found in 
Issue 1 of the Research to Practice Paper series, 
available on the CanTeen website or email 
research@canteen.org.au to request a copy.
3“They (siblings) commonly 
become a lot more withdrawn. 
Parents often talk about the 
reports from school, they’re 
not doing as well at school and 
also just informal reports from 
the teachers, like they are 
not as chatty and involved in 
the classroom activity as they 
used to be.” 29
                 (Health Professional)
Peer relationships
Adolescence is a period of change, where young people 
traditionally start to transition from relying on their 
parents for support to relying more on their friends39. 
However, siblings of cancer patients can experience 
disconnection with their peers due to fears that their peers 
will not understand, may not feel comfortable talking 
about the situation, and/or may react in an unpredictable 
way2.
Maintaining peer relationships throughout their cancer 
experience is important for siblings as these relationships 
may serve as a key source of support for them40. Siblings 
can also experience bullying or become bullies themselves 
as a result of their cancer experience so it is important 
that their interaction with other students is monitored20, 41.
Siblings may need to be more independent with their 
study or school work as their parents may not be 
available to provide the level of help and supervision 
they would usually provide20, 26, 27. Parental support for 
education	has	also	been	identified	as	a	protective	factor	
for siblings of cancer patients and those who do not have 
it may require additional assistance, e.g. tutoring30, 31.
Siblings who may feel overlooked in their home 
environment may translate their need for attention to 
the school environment, where they might appreciate 
receiving attention from teachers and other students.  
Behaviour
Siblings are also at risk for behavioural issues, including 
mood	disturbances	and	difficulties	in	peer	relationships22, 
25, 32. A sibling’s behaviour can change as a result of their 
experience of having a brother or sister with cancer and 
they may act of out of character22, 33, 34. Behavioural 
changes associated with increased stress are common 
and are likely to have an impact on education. Changes 
can include: 
•	 crying regularly;
•	 being disruptive;
•	 demonstrating	difficulty	concentrating	and	learning;
•	 becoming frustrated;
•	 withdrawing; 
•	 increased somatic complaints, such as headaches;
•	 tiredness due to sleep disturbances; or
•	 becoming rebellious towards authority13, 19, 35-37.
Siblings may also try and be on their “best” behaviour 
to limit further stress for their parents or they may try 
to over-achieve in order to gain attention, which may 
become an additional burden for siblings38.
“Most of my friends freaked out. Some were 
really supportive, but after a week or so 
expected it to go away and to stop talking about 
it. Others kept a distance, as if they got too 
close they would catch my sister’s cancer or 
I would break down in front of them.”
   Louise – 20 years 
   CanTeen Sibling Member
42. Establish communication and partnerships
Communication between the family, hospital staff and the 
school is important, as it can increase the understanding 
about the support services available at the school, at 
the hospital or through other support services43. Good 
communication also provides the school with information 
about the siblings’ experience and what their needs are. 
Health professionals play an important role in highlighting 
the needs of siblings to teachers and parents as siblings’ 
needs may be overlooked by parents due to their focus 
on the child with cancer7, 36. It is important to be mindful 
of	issues	of	consent	and	confidentiality	when	sharing	
information across settings and ongoing consultation with 
the family is imperative44.
3. Identify a school contact person
This	role	might	be	fulfilled	by	the	sibling’s	year	coordinator,	
school counsellor, the school’s learning support coordinator, 
welfare coordinator, or another staff member. 
Responsibilities of this role could include:
•	 Coordinating communication between the family, 
school, health professionals and support services;
•	 Facilitating ongoing contact with siblings whilst 
they are away from school, e.g. utilising technology 
to ensure that siblings can access assessment tasks, 
school notes and can keep in touch with other students 
and their teachers via email; and
•	 Monitoring the sibling’s progress, e.g. speaking 
to the sibling’s teachers and updating the parent if 
there are changes in the sibling’s behaviour, social 
interactions or academic performance.
4. Provide direct support to siblings
The needs of siblings are likely to vary throughout their 
experience and it is important for schools to be aware 
of key times that may have an impact on siblings. Stages 
for	the	ill	child	that	can	significantly	impact	a	sibling’s	
well-being can include: the initial cancer diagnosis; during 
treatment phases; or during progressions of the disease, 
such as a relapse, transition into palliative care or the 
death of the ill child. 
Support for siblings may include:
•	 Asking siblings how they are going, and not just 
how the child with cancer is, as siblings often feel 
“forgotten” or “invisible”;
•	 Developing a tailored education plan for each 
sibling if required;
•	 Providing the sibling with school support services 
(e.g. counselling) to give them space to talk about their 
experience and express their needs;
ROLE OF THE EDUCATION 
SYSTEM
The education system has an important role to play in 
supporting the mental health and well-being of students 
to ensure they reach their academic potential. In recent 
years the role of the education system in supporting 
students’ mental health and well-being has been 
acknowledged through the introduction of strategies 
(e.g. the National Mental Health Strategy) and health 
promotion initiatives (e.g. MindMatters)42. The commitment 
is particularly important for students that are at 
heightened risk of mental health issues, such as siblings of 
cancer patients. 
School-level support
School-based support is considered to be a protective 
factor for the mental health and well-being of siblings 
of children with cancer25. Siblings report that the support 
they receive at school is just as important as the support 
they receive at home25, 26.
Supportive strategies (e.g. school re-entry plans or task 
modifications)	are	often	utilised	for	students	who	suffer	
from chronic illnesses, such as cancer; and these strategies 
can be applied to address the needs of siblings. A review 
of	school	re-entry	plans	identified	strategies	that	should	
be addressed for students who spend extended periods 
away from school43 and these strategies (outlined below) 
can be applied to create a supportive school environment 
for siblings. 
1. Consult with the family
It is important that schools are made aware of the 
situation in the early stages of the child’s cancer journey 
in order to establish school-family partnerships. In most 
cases parents will inform the school, although in some 
cases	health	professionals	may	fulfill	this	role.	In	some	
instances older siblings may take on this role themselves.
Once the school is aware of the situation they should 
consult	with	the	family	and	the	sibling	to	find	out	the	type	
and extent of information that they would like to share 
about the situation and with whom. It is important to be 
respectful of the wishes of the family, the sibling and 
the ill child (particularly if the ill child attends the same 
school)44. Parents may have special requests, such as 
being	notified	of	outbreaks	of	contagious	disease	as	they	
may choose to keep siblings at home at these times to 
reduce the risk of infection for the ill child26.
5•	 Considering whether the sibling may be eligible 
for special consideration for examinations and 
assessments;
•	 Providing siblings with practical assistance e.g. 
transport to enable them to continue with extra-
curricular activities that they enjoy and are good at in 
order	to	maintain	their	confidence;
•	 Providing siblings with information about relevant 
support organisations (see page 8 for further 
information);
•	 Being	flexible	and	accommodating	in	regards	to	the	
siblings’ attendance e.g. being mindful that they may 
need to spend extended periods away from school;
•	 Assisting with maintaining a sense of normality for 
the sibling. Providing adequate support is important 
but young people often appreciate being treated the 
same as the other students; and
•	 Being sensitive to siblings’ feelings when discussing 
topics such as genetics, death, illness and disability in 
the classroom environment.
In consultation with the family, the school can also help 
the sibling by offering support to their family. This could 
include:
•	 Setting up a support network to provide instrumental 
support, e.g. transportation for siblings, child minding 
or domestic assistance; or
•	 Holding a fundraiser to gain support.
5. Support school personnel
It is important that school staff have an awareness of the 
needs of siblings and issues that they may face. Providing 
information	to	staff	can	increase	their	confidence	in	their	
ability to address the needs of siblings43, 44. 
Information can be provided to staff in a number of ways, 
including:
•	 Arranging an information session on the needs of 
siblings e.g. from a health professional or a staff 
member from a support organisation (see page 8 for 
further information);
•	 Encouraging staff to access resources (see page  
7 and 8 for further information); and
•	 Ensuring that staff have ongoing training in 
recognising and referring students who are struggling 
or showing signs of mental health issues42.
6. Provide information to classmates
Social support from peers is important as it has been 
found	to	significantly	predict	emotional	adjustment	and	
resilience and lead to decreased levels of anxiety, social 
stress, depression and behavioural maladjustment45-47. 
Classmates may be uncertain about how to talk to siblings 
about their experience and may require guidance in 
knowing how to provide support to their classmate who is 
trying to cope with the cancer diagnosis of their brother 
or sister43.
Staff can help classmates to understand the needs of 
siblings and can help classmates to support siblings by44, 48:
•	 Providing information to help classmates to 
understand the illness e.g. fact sheet or lessons (see 
page 7 for examples);
•	 Arranging for a health professional to talk to 
the sibling’s classmates, which can help answer 
common questions e.g. whether cancer is contagious 
or whether the ill child will die;
•	 Providing classmates with suggestions of how to 
acknowledge the situation. e.g. “I don’t know what to 
say, but I want you to know I care”, “We missed you”, 
“It’s good to see you”;
•	 Encouraging classmates to try to talk normally 
about everyday things e.g. siblings may be tired of 
talking about their cancer experience all the time;
•	 Helping classmates to understand cues from the 
sibling e.g. by observing the sibling’s body language 
and reactions, classmates might learn how to respond;
•	 Encouraging classmates to ask the sibling if there is 
anything that they can do to help e.g. “How are you 
going?” or “Is there anything I can do to help in class?”;
Siblings from regional and remote areas
Siblings from regional and remote areas may 
need to relocate with their family temporarily 
while their brother or sister undergoes treatment. 
Siblings may be able to attend a school close to 
the hospital or in some instances may be able to 
attend the hospital school. It is important for the 
sibling’s school to maintain communication with the 
sibling during this time.
Alternatively, siblings may stay at home with 
relatives or friends and face being separated 
from family members whilst their brother or sister 
undergoes treatment. The impact on siblings from 
regional and remote areas can clearly result in  
significant	disruption	to	their	lives26. 
6Siblings who are not coping may try and convince 
themselves that repeating the subject will be easier or 
that the course can be self-taught without attending 
classes. 
Characteristics of students who are not coping can include 50:
•	 Lack of interest in their course;
•	 Irregular attendance;
•	 Failure to submit assessments or prepare for class;
•	 Withdrawn or overly anxious behaviour;
•	 Reluctance to access support services; or
•	 Difficulty	interacting with staff or other students.
To minimise the impact on their education, siblings may 
need to be encouraged to communicate with staff about 
their situation as early as possible and learn new or 
different ways to manage, e.g.  relaxation strategies to 
help them deal with increased stress. Communication will 
ensure that siblings will have an understanding of special 
consideration and appeals processes, and the associated 
requirements,	such	as	obtaining	doctor’s	certificates	and	
supporting documentation. 
Attending skills courses or group-based counselling may 
provide siblings with the opportunity to connect with other 
students who are going through a similar experience. 
Siblings	might	also	benefit	from	getting	involved	in	
campus-based activities, clubs and social events. 
Support organisations can assist siblings to access 
emotional,	practical,	financial	and	peer	support.	
Encouraging siblings to access further information (such 
as CanTeen’s Now What website or resources) or access 
support organisations (see page 8) can increase the 
sibling’s level of knowledge surrounding their brother 
or sister’s diagnosis, help normalise their feelings and, 
connect them with others who are going through a similar 
experience. 
3. Promote support for students diagnosed  
 with a mental health condition
Siblings who develop clinical levels of anxiety and 
depression may be eligible for additional support if 
anxiety and depression is covered as a disability by their 
education provider. Support and assistance that could 
be useful for siblings eligible for additional support may 
include:
•	 Individual Academic Plans and Academic Liaison 
e.g. personalised assessment schedule, alternative 
assessments, deferred exams, adjustments to their 
learning environment, and audio recordings of 
lectures;
•	 Asking classmates to try and understand that the 
sibling might act a little differently e.g. not wanting 
to talk about the things they did previously and acting 
differently; 
•	 Encouraging classmates to keep in contact with the 
sibling (in person or via email, text or social media) 
whilst they are away from school. This can make the 
return to school easier for the sibling. Sending through 
jokes, DVDs or music can also assist in relieving stress. 
Tertiary-level support 
As young people enter tertiary education there is an 
inevitable shift towards taking control of their lives as they 
become more independent and take on roles previously 
undertaken by their parents. In the tertiary education 
setting, young people often need to advocate for their 
own needs.
However, educators in tertiary education settings can 
facilitate support in a number of ways and suggested 
strategies are outlined below.  
1. Inform siblings of support available 
Welfare and support services are available to students 
attending tertiary study; however it is often up to the 
student to initiate contact with staff or the appropriate 
support service, rather than a parent or educator. To assist 
siblings in accessing services, tertiary institutions should 
ensure that siblings are informed about what support is 
available. Siblings need to be advised of attendance and 
assessment requirements, and associated penalties for 
late submissions. It is important that siblings are provided 
with information relating to:
•	 Support services available to students e.g. 
counselling, spiritual support and welfare;
•	 Skills courses available through Student Services 
or Learning Centres e.g. tutoring, stress management, 
relaxation, time management, positive thinking, study skills 
and staying on track sessions for students at risk; and
•	 Financial support e.g. government support and 
scholarships.
2. Identify at-risk students and encourage them 
 to access services
Young people often do not consider themselves susceptible 
to mental illness or may be reluctant to access formal 
mental health services49. Parents, health professionals, and 
educators play an important role in identifying young 
people displaying symptoms of stress or mental illness 
and encouraging them to access support services.
7•	 Special Examination Arrangements e.g. additional 
time, separate supervision or use of a computer;
•	 Peer Note-taking e.g. receiving another student’s notes 
confidentially	by	email;	or
•	 Library Assistance e.g. help locating books or 
searching databases.
4. Assist siblings who elect to defer their  
 studies or change career paths
A cancer diagnosis within a family can be particularly 
stressful and siblings may choose to take some time 
out from their studies. Education providers can support 
siblings by providing information on options such as part-
time study and distance education. Siblings may need 
to	be	told	about	specific	dates	for	withdrawing	from	
study and their implications of doing this, e.g. the date 
for withdrawing from a subject without incurring a fail 
for that subject or without incurring a HECS-HELP (Higher 
Education Contribution Scheme – Higher Education Loan 
Program) debt.
Siblings may also decide to change their career path as 
a result of their experience and may require advice or 
assistance in transitioning to an alternative study path.
PLEASE NOTE: A FULL LIST OF REFERENCES IS AVAILABLE 
ON THE CANTEEN WEBSITE WWW.CANTEEN.ORG.AU.
Role of health professionals
Health professionals have an important role to 
play and may support siblings’ education by 
undertaking tasks such as:
•	 Writing letters for support to explain the 
sibling’s situation to their education provider;
•	 Providing information sessions to education 
staff and students to explain what the 
sibling may be experiencing and providing 
information on cancer and its treatment; and
•	 Highlighting the needs of siblings to parents.
“Cancer in the School Community”
A resource for school staff members to help them support 
students, parents or colleagues with cancer. It can 
accessed from:  
http://www.cancercouncil.com.au/wp-content/
uploads/2012/02/CAN3526-Schoolcommunity-LoRes.pdf
“What about school? A resource for parents  
of  children, adolescents and young adults  
with cancer”
A resource developed to assist parents and carers with 
the schooling and educational implications of a diagnosis 
of cancer. It contains a useful template letter for parents 
to use to inform the school about the situation and the 
sibling’s needs. Available from Ronald McDonald House 
Charities.
SuperSibs! Information for teachers
This factsheet can be accessed from:  
http://supersibs.org/get-help/educators/tips-for-teachers  
LiveStrong:  School lesson plans and worksheets 
for when a child has cancer
These can be accessed from:  
http://www.scholastic.com/browse/collection.jsp?id=723 
Mind Matters: Mental health promotion 
resources for secondary schools
http://www.mindmatters.edu.au/about/about_landing.html
The Desk: An online interactive program to help 
tertiary students cope and succeed. 
https://www.thedesk.org.au
Young Carers in Education: Supporting rural 
and remote young carers information brochure 
(Carers Australia)
http://www.carersnsw.asn.au/storage/pdfs/
whats%20new/Final%20Carers%20Aust%20Remote%20
Ed%20Book.pdf 
RESOURCES
8Camp Quality  
www.campquality.org.au
(02) 9876 0500   
•	 Recreational Camps and Activity Days for Siblings 
•	 Education Program for Primary and High Schools 
CanTeen  
www.canteen.org.au
1800 226 833 
•	 Recreational Days and Overnight Programs for 
Siblings 
•	 Information sessions for schools
•	 Now What…? website www.nowwhat.org.au – 
information, stories, blogs and online forums
•	 Postcards that young people living with cancer can 
give to their friends with tips on how to support them
•	 Now What…? Books “Dealing with your sibling’s 
cancer”, “When your sibling’s cancer can’t be cured”, 
“Living with the death of your parent or brother or 
sister from cancer” and books for friends 
•	 “It’s Like This... How young people and their parents 
deal with cancer” (DVD) - A joint resource developed 
by CanTeen and Redkite
Carers Australia  
www.carersaustralia.com.au  
1800 242 636
•	 Provides information, emotional support and referral 
through the Carer Line
•	 Counselling (group, telephone and face-to-face)
•	 Community awareness and education
Redkite  
www.redkite.org.au
1300 722 644
•	 Telephone and email counselling 
•	 Education grants for students (patients and siblings) 
•	 Financial assistance 
•	 Book	Club	-	Siblings	can	borrow	books	specifically	
written to support those coping with a brother or 
sister’s diagnosis
Ronald McDonald House Charities  
www.rmhc.org.au
1300 307 642
•	 Ronald McDonald Houses - offer a ‘home-away-from-
home’ for seriously ill children and their families
•	 Ronald McDonald Learning Program - provides an 
educational ‘catch up’ program for students who have 
missed school due to chronic illness.  Siblings may be 
eligible.
•	 What	about	school?	A	resource	for	parents	of	children,	
adolescents	and	young	adults	with	cancer.	 (2011)  
•	 EdMED Professional Development for teachers focuses 
on understanding the needs of students with chronic 
illness and their families.
Starlight Children’s Foundation   
www.starlight.org.au
1300 727 827
•	 Provides in-hospital programs, grants wishes and 
organises family escapes
•	 Online community for young people living with a 
serious illness, chronic health condition or disability, 
and their families www.livewire.org.au
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